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Incorporating gender as a category of historical analysis, this article will take a look at the 
debate on the symbolic meaning of women’s fashion in early-twentieth century China. Women’s 
fashion has been perceived as an important site of normative prescription in Chinese history. In the 
beginning of the twentieth-century, China was beleaguered by the threat of foreign invasion, 
territorial loss, economic depression, a collapsing empire and the pressing need for 
industrialization and modernization. The task of women’s emancipation was at the core of the 
ideological attack on the traditional Confucian patriarchal system, which is said to have confined 
women to the inner chambers. Regulating women’s dressing and transforming how women 
present their body formed an integral part of the attack on feudalism and Chinese tradition. The 
Chinese approach to modernization created a discourse of liberal conservatism that fuses 
modernity appearance with a tradition core. Although women’s emancipation was much eulogized 
during the revolutionary period, the discourse was more often used as an ideological weapon for 
political purposes of nation-building and modernization. On the other hand, through public 
debates on fashion reforms, many female writers were using fashion as a site of contention and 
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Xi Jinpin’s political ascendance has been well received in China, and part of the reason is 
his wife. The former folk singer Peng Liyuan is a household name in China. Since Xi took power, 
she has accompanied Xi in numerous state visits; and much praises are given for her good 
garmentary taste, by both Chinese and foreign media. Chinese netizens are well satisfied that 
finally a presentable first lady has arrived to showcase China’s soft power to the world. The 
association of clothes, especially women’s clothes, with nationalism is a more ubiquitous 
phenomenon around the world. Chatterjee argues how in the Indian women’s sari is represented 
India in proud sovereignty in the colonial relationship (Fianne 1996). Fianne also quotes 
Anglophone children’s coloring books of the 1950s that represent European nations in women clad 
in their traditional national clothes. It is therefore not a surprise to find back in 1910s, a magazine 
article in the newly established Republic of China (ROC) links women’s fashion to the state 
system, when the reformists was struggling to negotiate a state system and the intellectuals eager 
to cultivate nationalism among the populace. There is perhaps no other historical period that 
parallels the early-twentieth century in the kind of radical transformations and heated public 
debates surrounding women’s fashion in China. Aside from the link between women’s fashion 
with the state system, industrialization and commercialization of women’s clothes also have 
profound impact on the changing styles. On the other hand, clothing is the most mundane aspect of 
the Republic citizens’ life. Their choices of clothes represent the changing identities at this 
juncture of turbulent political and social changes. 
This thesis will explore mainly two questions: what the state tried to achieve through 
sartorial regulations? And how women, especially fashion-conscious young females, respond to 
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these regulations.  In Section Two, I will explore the various state regulations on clothing, for both 
males and females, to understand the political rationale of these relations. In Section Three, I will 
look critically at the public opinions on women’s clothing to supplement the previous chapter on 
state regulation, as well as to reveal the intellectual trend that informs the dressing reform during 
the time. Finally, in Section Four, I will look specifically at the rise of two interesting phenomena 
during the ROC period; that is the rise of fashion shows, featuring female celebrities, and the rise 





SECTION 1: THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
 
Incorporating gender as a category of historical analysis induces historians to look at the 
symbolic system, the normative perception, and the institutional construction and perpetuation of 
the gender binary, as well as how gender functions as a source of power (Scott 1986, 1068). 
Women’s fashion has historically been burdened with normative prescriptions for women in 
China. An example is the controversial and politicized practice of footbinding, which by the late 
imperial period has become increasingly perceived as a form of oppression against women under 
the Confucian ideology, as footbinding was seen as a way to confine women’s mobility and to 
reinforce the spatial gender division in “feudalistic” China. At the beginning of the 
twentieth-century, China was beleaguered by the threat of foreign invasion, territorial loss, 
economic depression, a collapsing empire and the pressing need for industrialization and 
modernization. The task of women’s emancipation was at the core of the ideological attack on the 
traditional Confucian patriarchal system. Regulating women’s dressing and transforming how 
women present their body was integrated into the systematic attack on feudalism and Chinese 
tradition. Nevertheless, to what extent did the dressing reforms reflect a genuine elevation of the 
status of women? And were they a genuine reflection of what women want? Or did men 
manipulate them for political purposes? 
On the other hand, the criticism on tradition was not without its own ambiguity. The 
practicability of adopting western technology was not totally antagonistic to retaining a traditional 
Chinese spirit. And the intellectual ambivalence about modernity and tradition was reflected in the 
clothing reforms that were proposed at the state and social level. The Chinese approach to 
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modernization created a discourse of liberal conservativism that fuses modern appearance with a 
tradition core. Through newly emerged mediums such as magazines and movies, public debates on 
women’s clothing were voiced by men and women, people from all walks of life.  Such debates are 
useful sources through which we could get a glance at the social perceptions and prescriptions on 
gender, as well as the intellectual trends guiding China’s modernization. Although women’s 
emancipation was much eulogized during the revolutionary period, women’s emancipation was 
more often used as an ideological weapon for political purposes of nation-building and 
modernization. On the other hand, through public debates on fashion reforms, many female writers 
were using fashion as a site of contention and negotiation to express their own understanding of 
tradition, modernity, and nationalism. 
Along with the increasing normative prescription on women’s fashion, the development of 
a domestic textile and tailoring industry also began in the late-nineteenth century. The availability 
of ready-made clothes and tailoring choices in more styles, texture, and fabrics provided a more 
sophisticated and insidious marker of class status. The changing fashions of the day, influenced by 
western styles and promoted through advertisements and fashion shows, also accelerated the 
commercialization of the tailoring industry. The birth of consumerism incorporates women as 
subjects of the modern capitalist system and also exposes their vulnerability to the capitalist 
fetishism. Consequently, a discourse against conspicuous consumption was growing among the 
writers for popular magazines. On the other hand, the pursuit for aesthetic expression may be an 
innate nature shared by all humans. The appreciation of fashion and clothes has not been a modern 
phenomenon. In Chinese history, weaving and textile production by women has been culturally 
and economically valued. Bray (1997) talks about how cloth serves important cultural functions in 
weddings and funeral, bonding the family to neighbors, kin and marriage partners in late-imperial 
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China (187). Clothes are also a symbol of the human and the orderly society (Bray 1997, 190). 
Moreover, textile production has been valued for its embodiment of women’s personal virtue such 
as diligence, frugality, order and self-discipline (Bray 1997, 190). As a result, the magazine 
coverage on fashion in the ROC period was filled with controversial debates on what women 
should wear by people of various political opinions and socio-economic backgrounds. While 
textile industrialists and tailoring company owners were trying to manipulate the newly available 
channel to advertise their products, the traditionalist intellectuals were decidedly against 
conspicuous consumption. On the other hand, some female writers for women’s magazines have 
expressed concerns about how male intellectuals and editors are steering the public opinions away 
from the free choice of women and perpetuating the stereotype that women have no economic 
independence. 
Apart from the state regulations and public opinions on clothing, how individuals 
experienced the changes in normative prescriptions and commercialization depends on their own 
gender, class, ethnic, and collective identities. Women’s identity at the turn of the century in China 
was becoming more fluid than ever before. The rise of new social groups, such as female students 
and new urban dwellers, shaped new types of collective identity as well as new forms of sartorial 
regulations. The group of girl students was perceived as the prototype of “The New Women”. 
Their education and higher economic and social status draw the social expectation that they should 
be dressed traditionally and modestly to be commensurate with their moral character as educated 
and dignified individuals. Nevertheless, the collective identity sometimes gives a sense of 
belonging while also working as a shackle. As a result, it is not surprising to see that many 





Figure 1. A Cartoon Titled “The Regret of New Clothes 懊悔的新装”. Liangyou 良友 1933. 
The cartoon shows the stereotypical image of a fashionable woman consuming on her husband’s 
expenses, and the aversion towards women’s fashion shared by men. 
 
Davis (1992) argues that fashion has been used as social objects with vested meaning to 
express the inherent identity ambivalence that people experience in a more complex and 
heterogeneous society (24). Adding to this, fashion expressions lack the system of clear-cut rules 
on syntax and pronunciation that regulates our speech and writing, while rich in a lexicon of textile 
materials and garment forms (Davis, 1992, p. 22). Fashion is also highly context-dependent and 
prone to undercoding (Davis, 1992, p. 15). As a result, fashion becomes a particularly fascinating 
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subject of study that is representative the flux of one’s social identities. Although the study of 
fashion inevitably faces the problem of ambiguity, which sets it apart from other forms of 
expressions such as speech, ambiguity in turn gives fashion a particular subtlety that allows 
women to express more in clothes than they are willing or able to do through speech and writing. 
The dramatic changes in fashion in the early twentieth-century China has drawn my attention to 
this period.  The changing fashion is a microcosm of the intellectual trend, political 
metamorphosis, changes in the economic and social structure, and identity transformations. In the 





SECTION 2: FASHION AND POLITICAL CHANGES 
 
2.1 XINHAI REVOLUTION 
China in the early-twentieth century experienced political turmoil that fundamentally 
changed the political landscape of the country. Several transitional periods marked this period of 
political turmoil: the Xinhai Revolution (1911) and the establishment of the Republic of China 
(ROC) and Yuan Shikai’s betrayal of the reformists to establish a dictatorship, The Warlord Period 
(1917-1927) following the end of Yuan Shikai’s dictatorship marked by a weak central 
administrative body and diffused regional powers, and the period of The Nanking Government 
(1927-1937) after the Northern Expedition, headed by Jiang Jieshi. The ROC period was a 
historical period when dressing reforms were vested with political importance. And the political 
changes have their imprint on the sartorial regulations by the state. This section examines the 
government regulations over clothing to find out the political rationale behind the state regulation 
over clothing. The gender differences in dressing regulation also give important insights into the 
normative prescription on women during the time. The statutes of clothing manifest the dominant 
political ideology at the time, which I term a paradoxical liberal conservatism. Gender differences 
are used to complement or reinforce each other in forming an overall statement. 
Around the time of the 1911 Revolution, Chinese people’s sartorial styles underwent a few 
changes characterized by the endeavors to eradicate elements associated with the imperial period, 
and the arbitrary adoption of western dressing style. For men, the abolition of the queue hairstyle, 
which was adopted with the establishment of the Qing dynasty as a manifestation of the Manchu 
rule, was perhaps the most politicized campaign, vested with the political message of the end of an 
era. Already before the revolution, demand for eradicating the queue hairstyle had appeared during 
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the New Policies period of the late Qing dynasty (Shenbao 10 Dec 1910) as a powerful statement 
of breaking with the outdated traditional political structure. Compared to changing the dressing 
style, eradicating the queue is relatively costless, making queue-cutting an even more practical 
option to permeate the change of political reality through the masses. As a result, the queue-cutting 
campaign accompanied the reformist army conquest throughout China. For the majority of the 
Chinese populace who were yet unaware of the great political changes, the compulsory and forced 
queue-cutting campaign engendered a sense of terror and humiliation that accompanied this first 
palpable sign of change. 
On the other hand, the counterpart of men’s queue-cutting campaign was the campaign 
against foot-binding for women. According to Ko (1994), foot-binding has cultural and ritual 
importance in China. Yet, around from around 1890s, a discourse decidedly against the practice 
was developing first through the Christian preaching activities, and later adopted by major native 
intellectuals as a part of the May-Fourth attack on traditional culture (Ko 1994, 37). After the 
establishment of the Republic, anti-foot-binding campaign was carried out at the local level. For 
instance, in her examination of Shanxi province, Ko narrates how the anti-foot-binding campaign 
was carried out under Yan Xishan in Shanxi. The campaign started from banning foot-binding for 
young girls, and gradually moved to requiring older women to unbind their feet. The punishment 
against resistance was a fine that goes to fund the natural feet associations and women’s education. 
To carry out the campaign, the local authorities were also given the right to put local women under 
the constant surveillance of the law enforcer, which was prone to abuse. By the 1910s, the 
discourse against footbinding was well-established in China and enforced by the law. As a result, 
leather shoes were becoming more popular as the embroidered lotus slippers for bound feet 
became obsolete. In this way, the queue-cutting and anti-foot-binding campaigns were forced upon 
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the Chinese masses largely in a top-down manner. 
For women from the elite class, the fashion experienced several minor changes. The cut of 
dresses shifted from wide to narrow, and the color in general changed from brilliant to dark. This 
period also witnessed the coming into vogue of the “flaring high collar” (Fianne, 2008, 92-94). 
Changes in the cutting and color of women’s clothes show an ambivalent combination of activism 
and conservatism. While the narrow cutting of women’s fashion allows women to move around 
more easily, the color change indicates a general atmosphere of political tension and sexual 
conservatism. 
 
Figure 2. The flaring high collar depicted in a picture titled “New Clothes 新服装”. Shenbao 4 
June 1912 ed. 11. 
 
The Xinhai Revolution overthrew the Qing empire, but resulted in only compromised 
success, when the Qing prime minister Yuan Shikai took over leadership from revolutionary 
leaders, and the unity of the country was troubled by increasing local self-governance. To reinforce 
centralized rule, Yuan was obsessed with bureaucratic regulations and procedural prescriptions 
(Young, 1983, 238). In Oct 1912, the Beijing government issued laws on formal dress, which 
consist of dressing instructions for two levels of formal dresses for men and one type of formal 
dress for women (Harrison, 2000, 58). Yet the regulations are established for only formal dress, 
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which shares much in common with the Qing regulations over formal dress (Fianna 2008). These 
dressing codes consist of formal western attire for men, while the type of formal dress for women 
was in accordance with the traditional women’s dressing style with high-collar long jacket over 
pleated skirt. The symbolic message behind this dressing code conveys the newly established 
Republic’s drive for westernization (Harrison, 2000, 58). Ironically, this dressing code was 
fiercely protested by the rising domestic silk and textile industry, which was not able to produce 
the wool used for making the western clothes. This led the state to allow for the use of silk to make 
suit, which served only a symbolic support for national product because the proposal was simply 
impractical and never obeyed. On the other hand, women were regarded as a symbol of the 
traditional, to retain national characteristic in the process of industrialization. The dressing code is 
also more convoluted for men, consisting of high formal and regular formal, which were further 
categorized into morning dress and evening dress, with fine distinctions in the coordination of high 
hat or bowler hat with tuxedo or regular suit. However, in reality, women’s dress enjoys more 
choices of styles, fiber and texture than men’s. Part of the reason for this difference is perhaps men 
made more public appearances than women. The state is presenting an image of Westernized look 
on the outside through men’s clothes, yet retaining a modest and traditional look for the inside 




Figure 3. Apparel System Pictures 服制：服制图. Classified Compilation of Government 
Communique 政府公报分类汇编 1915 No. 4. Top Left: Men’s Formal Day Dress. Top Right: 
Men’s Formal Night Dress. Bottom Left: Men’s Regular Formal Evening Dress. Bottom Right: 




2.2 THE MAY-FOURTH MOVEMENT 
The drive for westernization and abandonment of feudalistic Chinese culture were 
gradually replaced by a more ambivalent stance towards the relationship between tradition and 
modernity when the initial revolutionary zeal passed. As westernization progressed, around the 
time of the May Fourth Movement in 1919, the major May Fourth intellectuals were beginning to 
see an evolutionary order of history based on western philosophy. Western thoughts such as social 
Darwinism provide a possible solution for settling the tension between modernization and 
tradition. The building of a modern society was seen as the next development stage after the 
traditional Chinese political order. Whilst China’s adoption of Western technology has begun since 
the late nineteenth century, around this time, the major intellectuals were starting to see the need to 
transform the Chinese society in a more thorough way through learning from the Western thought 
and political ideology. As a result, the May Fourth Movement has the fast-developing education 
institutions as the foremost battlefield. Through the newly-recruited administrators, such as the 
President of Beijing University Cai Yuanpei, who are also active intellectuals, these higher 
education institutions promoted the teaching of Western technologies and thoughts to the Chinese 
youths. On 4 May 1919, student demonstrations jump-started the first wave of the movement. 
Moreover, the increasing number of overseas Chinese students also received more influence from 
Western countries. 
As modernization and Westernization progressed, during this time, women’s dress went 
through several changes. Zhang narrates: women’s dress adopted western elements with 
“unprecedented innocence, lightness and delight” (Zhang 434). Especially the sleeves became 
widened into a “fairylike” flared shape that allowed a “view of the pale jade of a woman’s wrist 
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(434)”. Such a lively style of the upper-class Chinese women was adopted by the burgeoning 
schools for women. Since the establishment of the ROC, schools for girls began to burgeon, and 
girl students as a social group began to increase in number. The number of female students grew 
steadily from 20,557 in 1908 to 141,130 in 1912-13, and reaching 417,829 by 1922-1923 (Bailey 
221). Most girls’ schools would come to stipulate the standard attire for female students to be a 
short jacket with long skirt, in a plain color. The image of the girl student became a symbolic 
emblem of the May Fourth movement, as the growing population of female students embodies the 
emancipation of women from thousands of years of women’s oppression under the Confucian 
system and the traditional Chinese social order. 
 
Figure 4. Figure 4. A new-style girl student’s dress depicted in an article titled “The Early 





Nevertheless, the turn towards Western styles was accompanied by a considerable 
complementing clinging to the traditional, just as the May Fourth Movement’s intellectual 
movement was never categorically iconoclastic. Most of the early intellectuals of the late 
nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century were educated under Confucian teaching at an 
early young age, and only turned to Western teaching later. Many believed that retaining some part 
of the tradition was necessary for Chinese people’s spiritual needs, and revolution should be 
happen in a gradual process (Schwarts 1983). They were regarded as the Neo-Traditional 
intellectuals, which included famous scholars such as Liang Qichao. They find the Western 
philosophies and technologies to be inadequate in fulfilling the spiritual needs of people (Furth 
1983, 437-439). The more liberalized dressing style is not without its other side of 
conservativeness. Especially for women’s dresses, the jacket-skirt style was continuity from the 
traditional dressing styles for Han Chinese women at the end of the Qing dynasty. Moreover, in 
reaction to some of the more outrageous women’s fashion emerging in the 1910s, such as wearing 
ostentatious or brightly-colored clothes like red-color stockings1, and the growing popularity of 
pants, the local governments became increasingly regulative about adopting the more liberal 
elements of western dressing. Public opinions also express their concern about the westernization 
going too far, and the importance of maintaining women’s modesty. In one magazine article 
published in 1911 written by He, whose views were echoed in many other comment articles on the 
regulation of female students’ clothing, four criteria were given which he believes should be 
important for making regulations on female students’ choice of clothes: economic, simple but not 
vulgar, fit for the physiology of female students, and the use of national products. These criteria 
manifest a unique combination of liberality and conservatism. The adoption of modern sanitation 
                                                     
1 A Trivial Record, 1913, p. 7 
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coexists with a conservative attitude towards sexuality, as well as a promotion of nationalism. 
2.3 THE NEW LIFE MOVEMENT 
The Nanking government under the authoritarian rule of Chiang Kai-shek was 
characterized by a fascist-style military rule leading to the Sino-Japanese War. The political 
atmosphere was a conservative bend towards military rule, suppression of popular movements, 
and stricter censorship over differing opinions. The goal of the New Life Movement born out of 
such a background was to militarize the society as a whole through state control in all aspects of 
citizens’ life. The movement also brought back a more remarkable neo-traditionalism, which 
turned back to Confucianism for its principles of ethics and encourages people to obey the 
Confucian virtues of li, yi, lian and chi (Eastman, 1986, p. 146). During this period, clothes that 
remarkably combined the traditional and modern elements, and vested with nationalistic symbolic 
importance, were born. The Chinese tunic suit, or Zhongshan Suit  became popular for men, and 
qipao  for women were established during this time as the dominant fashion. 
Qipao appeared in the early 1920s, and gradually became the most popular women’s dress 
during the Nanjing Period of the Kuomintang (KMT) rule. The origin of Qipao was widely 
attributed to the Manchu style of women’s dress. For the ease of horse riding, Manchu women’s 
costumes were designed to split at the sides. Yet, the definite origin of Qipao is not agreed upon, 
and the Cantonese word for Qipao, cheongsam (long robe), implies a probable connection with the 
main traditional form of men’s garment. Therefore, it is not surprising that Chang attributes the 
emergence of Qipao to women’s increasing demand for equality with men during this era. As an 
adaptation of the traditional-style dress, Qipao was gradually endowed with nationalistic symbolic 
meaning. Snow (119 cited in Fianne 143) associates the ascendance of Qipao to Song Qingling, 
wife of Sun Yat-sen and one of the most publicized women in China at the time. She was among 
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the first to appear in photographs wearing Qipao, as early as in 1925. The record shows that she 
probably picked up the style in Beijing, but the style was popularized after her adoption. The 
Zhongshan suit was said to be designed by Sun Yat-sen with his tailor in 1923 (Wilson 2002, 612). 
The characteristic four pockets and turned-down small collar of the suit were also worn Lenin, and 
the timing of Sun in adopting the suit coincides with his approaching of the Comintern and 
acceptance of Soviet aid. After Sun, his successor Jiang, as well as Mao Zedong wore Zhongshan 
suit as a form of clothes with combination of both modern and tradition. 
The Nationalist government promulgated the Statute of Clothing in April 1929. The statute 
makes several stipulations distinct from previous statutes. Firstly, men’s formal dress returned to 
the traditional style. There are two styles, the Chinese-style unlined jacket, gua, and the robe, pao, 
style for men. There is no specification of the texture, but the colors are black for gua and blue for 
pao. The hat, though, retained the western style, with the bowler hat for winter and the boater hat 
for summer. Women’s formal dress adopted the emerging qipao style, while one distinct feature 
might be that apparently women were supposed to wear trousers under the Qipao. There are also 
regulations over bureaucrats’ uniform. The male uniform is a type of Chinese tunic suit, with 
buttoned opening straight down the front. The style was popularized by Sun Yat-sen and came into 
vogue in the 1920s as a distinct form of western suit with Chinese elements. The 1929 Statue of 
Clothing reflects the Nanking government’s value of premodern Chinese customs, and the 
importance given to bureaucracy. 
In conclusion, immediately after the Xinhai Revolution, the revolutionary government 
used sartorial regulation, such as the queue-cutting for men and natural feet movement, as part of 
the initial nation-building and modernization project. The initial regulations focus on a radical 
eradication of the dressing styles associated with the imperial period, and a westernized dressing 
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code for the elites. During the May-Fourth Movement, however, a distinct style that adopts 
Western styles while retaining many traditional Chinese elements emerged. Then during the 
Nanking Government period, the fascist nationalistic campaign of The New Life Movement tried 
to restore tradition and promote Confucian moral principles. This period witnessed the symbolic 






SECTION 3: FASHION IN PUBLIC DISCOURSE 
 
While the state regulation and legislation over dressing convey a one-way message 
regarding the political rationale of the state in regulating the sartorial aspect of people’s life, public 
debates were particularly prevalent regarding these dressing changes. This is because clothes have 
traditionally been regarded as holding symbolic meanings, and even as an embodiment of wearer’s 
moral character. These debates touch on some of the more philosophical aspects underlying the 
dressing reforms. As dressing became deeply embedded within the whole reform and 
revolutionary rhetoric of the time, it is hard to separate one from the other. Debates over fashion 
changes can be found abound in magazines2, which were booming in number during the 
Republican period and allowed for a confluence of public opinions. As women became better 
educated, women’s voices also increased in such publications. This chapter traces the changes in 
the public debates surrounding fashion changes, and how the debates indicate the philosophical 
underpinning of people’s viewpoints on tradition, class, and gender. 
3.1 DRESSING REFORM AND THE INTELLECTUAL TREND 
To understand the public debates on clothes, it is necessary to understand the place of 
clothes within the Chinese philosophical tradition. In the early-twentieth-century, these notions 
were to witness both continuity and changes amidst the intellectual debate on modernization. 
Lifu 礼服, or formal clothes, have long occupied a unique position within the Confucianist 
tradition as a manifestation of li 礼, rites. To illustrate the importance of lifu in Chinese tradition, 
                                                     
2 Such as Funü Zazhi, Jiaoyu Zazhi, etc. 
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we will look at a type of lifu called shenyi 深衣 depicted in liji 礼服, one of the Five Confucian 
Classics 五经. Shenyi is an eclectic attire that can be worn by civil and military officers, and for 
ritual proceedings. There are strict requirements for the cut and length of the clothes. Liji stipulates 
the length for shenyi’s hem, sleeves, waist seams, and the girdle. The design of shenyi is said to 
reflect the cosmology of the world. Shenyi uses bolts of cloth, corresponding to the twelve months. 
The round shape of the sleeves corresponds with compasses, and the shape of the collar 
corresponds to the square shape. The verticality of the back seam symbolizes uprightness, and the 
neatness of the lower skirt symbolizes the principle of fairness, which are all important Confucian 
moral principles. The forms of shenyi for people with both parents and grandparents alive, people 
with only their parents alive, and people who are left orphans, are all differentiated.  
The Confucian hierarchical order of society is also written into the regulations over 
clothes. Variations in the Manchu official dresses of the Qing dynasty were designed to show the 
ranks of the officials. The officials’ hat is one of the most important markers of rank. Adorned with 
red silk cords, a decorative pearl, and feathers, the color and material of the decorative pearl and 
the feathers of their hats differentiate the officials’ ranks by the monetary and cultural value of the 
material. For the robes of the officials, which are embroidered with snakes, the number of snakes 
tells the officials’ ranks. Another form of formal dress, chaogua, embroiders birds for literary 
scholars, and beasts for martial officials. Different grades also has a specific type of animal 
embroidered. The distinction of ranks for clothing was also adopted for female family members of 
the officials (Finanne 25). In this way, the Qing officials’ dresses were embedded within the 
Confucian hierarchical structure of governance. 
This association of clothes with li was still emphasized in the early twentieth-century. In 
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one 1908 Guangyi congbao  article, the female author writes, “clothes follow one’s etiquette, and 
it is why a gentleman aspires to be virtuous.” She goes on to put forward her argument that 
elements of the present western styles can all be found in the dressing styles of ancient China. 
Therefore, the tension between modernization and tradition is arbitrary and can be resolved by 
promoting a campaign of restoration to adopt western styles without compromising traditional 
virtues. Although the author shows appreciation of ancient Chinese clothing, she promotes the 
dressing reforms to transform the current traditional styles. As mentioned in the previous section, 
the intellectuals at the turn of the century were beginning to see the development of history in an 
evolutionary order under the influence of social Darwinism. The sanguine view of the future next 
stage of history gives momentum to social reforms and revolution. On the other hand, divergence 
remains between those that promote the adoption of western technologies as the main path towards 
the future, such as Yan Fu, and those who have a more idealistic view on reforms and promote a 
form of “moral-spiritual imagination (Schwartz, 1983, p. 413)”, such as Kang Youwei. The latter 
school of thought would incorporate a distinct Buddhist-Daoist element, and has a more benign 
view of China’s past. For Hu Shi, another major intellectual of the New Culture Movement, he still 
finds much value in the vernacular form of literature from traditional culture, in contrast to his 
totalistic rejection of formalistic literature of the elite class. Hu Shi is often seen dressed in an 





Figure 5. Hu Shi wearing a long robe, a pair of Western suit pants, and a pair of leather shoes. 
 
The supporters of reforms by no means unanimously advocate for a totalistic attack on 
traditional culture, even on Confucianism. In building the new nation after the 1911 Revolution, 
both Yan Fu and Liang Qichao agree that minimum elements of traditional culture are needed as a 
basis of the new nation. Kang finds a convergence between his political ideal and the middle 
historical stage of ‘lesser order’ xiaokang in Confucianism. And Yan Fu even signed a petition for 
Confucianism to become the state religion (Schwartz, 1983, p. 420). There is also a school of 
thought which were increasingly turning to the critical study of the authenticity and validity of 
scriptures, called the empirical research kaozheng school. The dressing reform in the public 
discourse was also an eclectic one vested with several layers of meanings that on the one hand 
uniformly advocates for the more scientific design of clothes, and on the other hand also 
emphasizes a moral standard to be obeyed in the choice of clothes. In a 1927 article published in 
Funü Zazhi, the author states that clothes represent one’s character. He recounts how people in 
public spaces such as amusement parks would judge other people’s economic and social status by 
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their dress (although the author here clearly implies that good character corresponds with higher 
social and economic status). Therefore, his view on styles and fashion is that people should not 
pursue the latest fashion, but choose the most simple and economic form of style that fits the 
physiology of the body. His view is that neither the luxurious nor the most trendy is representative 
of the virtuous character. The virtuous character is manifested in a promotion of the scientific 
method, a kind of frugal and slightly stoic lifestyle, and a respectable occupation and source of 
income. Such views were echoed in another series of articles on Women’s Clothes Reform from 
Funü Zazhi. 
3.2 DRESSING REFORM AND WOMEN’S LIBERATION 
An overwhelming majority of the public debate on dressing reforms concern the dressing 
reform of women. And this is most probably due to the dominant discourse on women’s 
emancipation. It is noteworthy that whilst state regulations over formal dress have more detailed 
stipulation for men, when coming to public debates on dressing reforms, women’s dressing reform 
was the main theme. Incorporating Habermas’ concept of public sphere into the context of early 
twentieth-century China where a new communications sector was developing with the emergence 
of an urban-oriented journalistic press (Rowe 1990, 315), the rest of this section examines how the 
theme of women’s emancipation was reflected in the public debate on dressing reform in various 
magazine and newspaper articles. Moreover, the new communications sector provides a platform 
for both male and female opinion leaders to express their views on social issues. And interestingly, 
many female writers were expressing doubts on the dominant form of women’s emancipation 
movement through voicing their differing opinions on dressing reforms. 
Since antiquity, women have been used as an important signifier in Chinese literature. And 
they are often depicted as the linchpin of historical changes, able to save or destroy the nation 
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(Edwards  125 cited in Chang, 414). Mann (2000, 840) talks about how women figure importantly 
in Chinese myths of creation, such as the Xiang Queens, who counseled their husband Shun to 
survive the three trials at his evil father’s command. The myth of Yang Guìfei portrayed the 
beautiful empress Yang as the bane of the era whose sexual attraction to the emperor led to the 
downfall of the Tang Dynasty, which also became an important turning point in Chinese history. 
These myths have been adapted in various popular forms, and were evoked when political needs 
arise. During the politically turbulent years of the early twentieth-century, shaping the discourse on 
women’s status also became an important signpost for intellectuals and leaders of political 
reforms. 
The rhetoric of women’s emancipation was frequently evoked in writings about dressing 
reform. The agreement shared by many authors is that women should not dress to please men. 
Their choice of clothes should represent their independent character. Moreover, their clothes 
should embody women’s increasing economic independence. Therefore, another criterion for 
clothes choice is economy. In an article published in 1925 in Funü Zazhi, the author, a lady Bo 
Lumei, writes, ‘when we are all willing to be less slaves of fashionable clothes, we would become 
more respectable women. Now our body and spirit are both weak and useless, and we wear this 
unhygienic and barbarian clothes, to attract others’. The author relates pursuing the latest fashion 
with spiritual impoverishment. As a result, she calls for people’s independent thinking on 
traditional customs. Although she does not state clearly, it is implied that traditional dressing 
customs stand in opposition to the new fashions and should be an alternative resort for independent 
women. In this case, traditional clothes are depicted as more economic, culturally rich, and better 
suited for independent women. In another article of the series On Improving Women’s Clothes, Xu 
highlights at the very beginning that fashion should not be equal to aesthetics; real beauty exists 
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outside of fashion; therefore the imperative of improving women’s clothes is to get rid of the habit 
of pleasing men, and to promote hygienic clothing that embodies women’s natural beauty. Here, 
Xu gives one aspect of spirituality that he thinks an independent woman should pursue, which is to 
restore women’s natural beauty. The natural female body has also been promoted in other 
women’s emancipation movements such as the natural feet movement and the natural breast 
movement. However, whereas the natural feet and breast movements were viewed as part of the 
modernization process, the view against fashion represents a revisionist attitude towards the 
overwhelming campaign of modernization and westernization. 
Some assumptions behind the opinions on women’s dressing reforms are that women are 
the main consumers of clothes, they are economically dependent, and they care about their 
appearance only to attract men. However, in an article published in the literary magazine Hong 
Meiguì in 1929, a female author Lü Si ˿ argues against such assumptions of the dominant discourse 
on women’s emancipation. She complains about the overwhelming amount of criticism directed 
against women who pay attention to their clothes, in comparison to the lack of comment on men’s 
care for appearance. The author in response promotes the freedom of choice for women. In the 
article, she claims that the accusation of women’s love of decoration is a crime imposed by men. 
She also compares criticism towards women’s overdressing with women’s dependence on men. 
These are all socially imposed crimes on women in this era. She writes that these accusations for 
women are cooked up by idle and meddling men, and by journalists who have nothing to write 
about. She defends fashion and luxurious consumption, as long as these are out of the women’s 
own pocket and are not for the purpose of pleasing others. 
Implied by the debate on women’s dressing reforms is the impression that the latest fashion 
tended to highlight women’s sexuality through close-fitting designs and the use of outrageous 
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colors. These designs were depicted as unhygienic, economically unfeasible, and superficial, 
therefore unfit for the project of women’s emancipation. The solution that many authors provide is 
a return to the Chinese tradition. Such public opinions resonate with the intellectual debate on how 
to modernize China and where to place tradition. On the other hand, opinions differ on whether 
moral judgment about women’s dressing was imposed by a patriarchal public opinion structure, 
where male journalists dominated the editorial board of the newly emerged market of popular 
magazines. 
3.3 DRESSING REFORM AND COMMERCIALIZATION 
Growing nationalistic sentiments were reflected in the public debate on dressing reforms, 
as the commercialization of China’s textile industry in the early twentieth-century was closely 
related to the development of nationalism. 
The silk industry has been a traditionally profitable industry. The Silk Road is named after 
this major commodity of Chinese export. From aristocrats to well-off families, Chinese people 
take pride in wearing silk. But this profitable industry was increasingly being encroached by 
foreign interests at the end of the nineteenth-century. China now lacked behind foreign countries in 
developing new techniques of silkworm breeding (Shenbao 1893). Moreover, the rise of 
machine-made cotton products was also threatening the traditional textile industry in China. Li 
Hongzhang established the first cotton textile mill in 1890. However, the Treaty of Shimonoseki 
allowed foreign powers to establish factories on Chinese territory. And by the end of the century, 
there were eight foreign textile factories and only four Chinese factories in Shanghai (Finnane 
1996, 107). Major cotton-producing countries such as the United States and India had higher 
output rates and broader sales outlets. The growing practice of Japanese textile industries to import 
raw material from China, and export back spun cotton cloth to China, was also outrageous to 
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Chinese observers (Shenbao 1893). The industrialists dexterously linked a loss of profit to a loss of 
national pride for their consumers. After the establishment of the ROC, the textile industry became 
the most fervent advocator and an integral part of the National Product Movement. As introduced 
in the previous section, the Republican government legalized western style dress as the official 
dress for men. However, the increasing adoption of western-style clothes among the elite male 
group threatened the interests of domestic silk industry. And in 1911, eight Shanghai native-place 
associations established the National Products Preservation Association (NPPA). The NPPA 
represents the three most threatened industries due to the government’s dressing regulation, 
namely the silk industry, hats and pawn-shops (Gerth 2004, 96). The influence of the NPPA was 
considerable, so that when the association sent representatives to Beijing to request the use of 
Chinese fabric for making the new formal dress, despite the apparently unreasonable demand 
because Chinese textile industry did not produce woolen materials, the grant was approved. In the 
end, this part of the law was simply not obeyed (Harrison 2000, 60). 
The tailoring industry also developed fast to become the most important producers of 
ready-made clothes. About a quarter of the population in Shanghai hired a tailor, while more than 
half were making clothes at home (Fianne 2008, 115). Nevertheless, the tailoring companies did 
not actively seek to develop a commercial fashion industry. Part of the reason might be the 
tailoring companies were not based upon the fame of fashion designers. In the early 
twentieth-century China, fashion designers were visible to the public only through pictorial papers 
and magazines, and they were often concurrently cartoonists (Fianne 2008, 129). Another reason 
could be the overwhelming influence of the National Product Movement (1905-1930s) and the rise 
of nationalistic sentiments among the customers. As a result, the major tailoring companies all 
promote economic clothes and the use of domestic-produced raw materials. For instance, Hong 
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Xiang, one of the most used tailoring and ready-made clothes company, lists the price of their 
clothes by styles and the type of fabrics, while emphasizing a competitive price. Their clothes are 
in general divided into two categories of ready-made clothes and tailored clothes. Within either 
category are new-style clothes, woolen coat, finely-tailored coat, wedding dress, evening dress and 
special finely-tailored clothes. The price of new-style clothes aisalso more affordable than the 
finely-tailored clothes. The price list indicates that consumers and the tailors themselves value the 
craft of tailoring more than catering to the latest styles. They also place more emphasis on the type 
of fabrics used. Better fabrics and domestically produced materials are preferred. 
In sum, in the Confucian tradition, clothes have been associated with the moral character of 
the wearer. And this notion was also prevalent in the Republican period. As a result, the dressing 
reform became one important aspect of the intellectual debate on the relationship between tradition 
and modernization. Similar to the intellectual trend of the time that incorporates an ambivalent 
combination of modernization on the outside and a Chinese core on the inside, the public opinion 
on dressing reform also exhibits such a dual focus on hygiene and a simple, traditional style. As the 
discourse on women’s emancipation was a pivotal front of the May Fourth intellectual trend, the 
public opinion on women’s dressing reform was the promotion of hygienic and economic clothes 
with a simple design. However, sensing the underlying assumptions of such a form of dressing 
reforms that women are economically dependent on men, therefore should be deprived of the right 
to wear fashionable and luxurious clothes, many female writers for popular magazines instead 






SECTION 4: POPULAR RECEPTION OF FASHION 
 
4.1 FASHION SHOW 
In 1926, China’s first recorded fashion show was held by the Shanghai Y’s Men’s Club. 
The show was part of a larger amusement gathering (youyi hui  ) with music and theater 
performances. The spectacle attracted so many audiences that hundreds of people had to leave the 
site because they could not get a seat. Because of its popularity, two more performances were 
added at the end of the month. Although the show was entirely for charity, and actually raised 
nearly a thousand yuan for providing medical care to children, the clothes were sponsored by the 
major textile and tailoring companies, including Yong An, Xian Shi, Li Huiluo, and Lao Jiefu. After 
this precedence, the major tailoring companies began to hold fashion shows regularly. Through 
showing the latest fashion to the public, the producers of fashion turned the commercialization of 
fashion into an attractive entertainment event. Despite the widespread discourse against 
conspicuous consumption, and the promotion of economic, hygienic clothes during this time, these 
producers of fashion was able to present fashion in an entertaining way, and to involve both the 
upper-class celebrities and the public. This section explores the motivations of these fashion 
presenters and producers, and studies how they constructed an aesthetic, cultural and nationalistic 
rationale for their shows. 
The Shanghai Y Men’s Club was established in 1923, as an organization for young 
overseas returnees engaging in business. Membership to the Y Men’s Club was restricted to no 
more than two representative figures from each industry who are dedicated to public welfare (Y 
Men’s Club, Shunpao, Nov 22, 1926). The club regularly held charity events for public welfare 
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causes. The initiator for the fashion show was a Madam Gan, the daughter of Tang Shaoyi3. As she 
was proposing this unprecedented form of show, she comments that:  
“Fashion show is not a show of vanity, nor does it encourage extravagant 
consumption. Clothes has a most close relationship with our people. And if people 
want their clothes to fit their body shape, while also be aesthetically appealing, they 
have to pay attention to styles, colors, and the change of weather. I wish our people 
would be willing to study about this. And to arouse people’s interests in style, there 
has to be a lead. This is how fashion shows came about (Pre-survey of Y Men’s 
Club, Shenbao, Dec 14 1926).” 
She declares that the purpose of fashion show was not to promote conspicuous 
consumption. The purpose is to develop a sense of aesthetics among people through raising 
awareness about clothing styles.  
To avoid being overtly associated with the West and modernity, the show also features 
clothes of past Chinese dynasties. Besides the main initiator Madam Gan, another member in 
charge of organizing the show was Fan Wenzhao, an architect famous for incorporating traditional 
Chinese elements into his architectural design. This might also have influenced the use of 
traditional Chinese clothes in the show. The event was carefully organized as a culturally rich, 
modern and fashionable, as well as entertaining occasion. The venue was decided to be at the 
Olympic Theater on Jianan Road. Established by a Spanish businessman, the theater is famous for 
its location and luxurious decoration. The ancient costume part of the show included clothing 
styles from the Han Dynasty to the Qing dynasty. The traditional Chinese music performance was 
                                                     
3 Tang Shaoyi (1962-1938) was a Chinese stateman who briefly served as the first Prime Minister of the ROC in 
1912. He was a friend of Yuan Shikai, and served to negotiate on Yuan’s behalf with the revolutionaries during the 
1911 Revolution. He also served under Sun Yat-sen’s government in Guangzhou. He was assassinated in 1938 after 
the Kuomingtang’s intelligence found that he might corroborate with Japanese imperialists in Shanghai. 
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also acclaimed by Western and Chinese audiences, as Zheng Jinwen brought a rare type of 
fifty-string se ɪ. Therefore, as a collaboration of the music performance and the fashion show, the 
Cheng sisters also dressed up as palace maids and played sheng 笙. The dresses shown included 
stage costumes, dance costumes, summer dress, and evening dress. Only two styles were of pure 
Chinese traditional style. The rest were closer to European styles. (Continuation of the Survey, 
Shenbao 18 Dec 1926). The show also set the precedence of inviting Shanghai celebrity women, 
mingyuan, as fashion models. 
The commercial fashion shows that became more commercialized in the 1930s largely 
followed the style of the Y’s Men’s Club show. They were a hybrid form that often merged several 
traditional and modern entertainment forms that became rather popular. One spring fashion show 
by the Changsha National Product Company had their employees form a chorus, a harmonica 
team, a farce troupe, and a drama club for the performance. The commercial element also became 
more complicated. For the same show, the ticket came with a two-yuan purchase at the department 
store. There were also worthwhile gifts for the morning shows. As a result, customers crowded in 
on the event day, and the daily profit is said to have shot up to about 1500 yuan (The Recent 
Spectacular Event). During the actual performance, which featured fifteen performances, three 
fashion shows were scheduled at the beginning of the event, while the majority of the event were 
given to all types of entertainment shows. Fashion shows seem to have become a regular sideshow 
for entertaining events, that in one magazine article, an author named Hei Ding complained about 
the Flower Basket Shows and fashion shows encroaching upon the theater performance movement 
(Ding, The Little Theater, 1940). It is clear that the combination of commercial elements and 
entertainment were very attractive for public audiences. One fashion show in Changsha attracted 




Another characteristic of the fashion shows that were very attractive for the public is the 
invitation of female celebrities as fashion models. Such shows provide a rare occasion for public to 
appreciate the beauty of these famous celebrities. Legends and stories about the “four great 
beauties” have been popular in pre-modern Chinese literary works. And many such legends 
emphasize the accessibility of the beauties for public view. In one of such fictional legendary 
stories depicted in one magazine article, before being offered to the King of Wu, Xi Shi stood at the 
city gate for the public to take a look at as long as they were willing to pay nine shells of money 
(Ten Most Famous Celebrities, Sea Breeze 1945). The author of the article then went on to lament 
the fashion shows nowadays held specifically to entertain the military. Audiences of the 
commercial fashion shows were as much attracted by the clothes and fashion as by these beautiful 
female celebrities. These are rare occasions that the public could get a glance at these famous 
social beauties. Magazine articles reporting on these shows always introduce the names the models 
in the photos. Moreover, most fashion shows held in cities of the southern part of the country 





Figure 6 Female Celebrities in Fashion Shows in “The Latest Evening Dress in Fashion Shows.” 
Shidai Times, Vol. 7, No. 4, p. 19. 
 
4.2 FASHION AND WOMEN 
In her essay of a chronology of changing clothes, Eileen Zhang expresses her view on how 
women wore clothes as a response to the political changes in the turbulent years of early 
twentieth-century China. During the peaceful years of the Manchu rule, women’s vestimentary 
taste was expressed through the “pointless” attention to details: “the sparkling sequins describing 
plum and chrysanthemum flowers”, as many as seven trimmings and pipings, and “the sleeves 
decorated with embroidered silk borders” (Zhang, 432). As imperialism pressed on the country in 
the late nineteenth century, the tall and still Sycee collar appeared to convey a stifling sense of 
oppression. The early Republican era witnessed an unprecedented “innocence and lightness” in 
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adopting western style clothing: collar was reduced in height, the development of the “fairylike” 
sleeves allowed a view of the “pale jade of a woman’s wrist”, and embroidered silk stocking began 
to fill Chinese women’s closet. The symbolic meaning behind the ascendance of qipao in the 
1930s was the fusion of various ethnicities in the Republican era. Qipao went through several 
changes in styles, which corresponds to the political atmosphere of the time through adaptations in 
collar and sleeves. However, she does not see this relationship as necessarily positive, as she also 
sees women’s sartorial preoccupation with fashion to be due to their frustration with the political 
progress. Clothes become a site of an escape from and a protest against the political turmoil. 
Women did not just comply with the dominant political prescription, they experienced the political 
reality through their identities, which were starting to undergo much changes. 
The girl students group were growing in number in the early twentieth century in China. 
Since the establishment of the ROC, schools for girls began to burgeon, and girl students as a 
social group began to increase in number. The number of female students grew steadily from 
20,557 in 1908 to 141,130 in 1912-13, and reaching 417,829 by 1922-1923 (Bailey, 2004, p. 221). 
Some of these girls’ schools have rather enticing conditions: for instance, the First Girls’ Normal 
School of Jiangsu Province  exempts students from paying for tuition, board and lodging expenses. 
Considering these conditions, it is possible that the female students admitted to these girls’ schools 
came from a range of social strata, not just from elite background. The curriculum of the girls’ 
schools consisted mainly of two parts, those of sciences and those of domestic economies. Bailey 
argues that the education for women during this time developed a discourse of modernizing 
conservatism that is in itself both empowering and restrictive (2004, 218); the objective is to 
produce “skillful and professional ‘household managers’ with a ‘modern’ knowledge of hygiene, 
child psychology and accountancy (Baily 2004, 219).’” Nevertheless, the diverse background and 
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purposes of women in pursuing education led to the formation of subgroups within the female 
students. Xia Zhen, a writer for Funü zazhi, finds four sub-groups within the female students: The 
Group of Excellency (youliang pai), the Group of Letters (xuewen pai), the Group of Arrogance 
(zijin pai), and the Group of Vanity (fuxiao pai). 
The diverse, and at times ambivalent identities of female students could be seen in their use 
of fashion. Since the late Qing period, the provincial governments and the central government 
have issued various regulations regarding female students’ garment. The 1907 regulation and the 
1909 guidelines prohibit female students from “bobbing” their hair, and instructs female students 
to wear simple long gowns of light or dark blue color (Bailey, 226). After the Xinhai Revolution 
and the establishment of the ROC, the requirement on female students’ dressing did not change 
radically. In 1913, Hubei Province requires female students over fourteen years old to wear skirt, 
and the color should be clean (A Trivial Record, The Chinese Education Circle, 1913). Guangdong 
Province also requires female students over fourteen years old to wear black skirt, and the fiber of 
the skirt should be affordable for all students (A Record, The Education Magazine, 1913). As one 
He Shudao writes, the dominant concerns about female students’ dressing include: economy, 
elegance, hygiene and physiology, and the use of domestically produced material. 
The reason for issuing so many sartorial regulations over female students’ dress was 
because of the prevalence of sartorial practices that deviates from the social and state expectations. 
The 1913 regulations by Hubei and Guangdong provinces clearly states that they were issued 
against the emergence of certain outrageous fashion styles of female students, the article writes 
“recently there is a group of frivolous women who wear long red socks. And their trousers do not 
cover their calf... even among the dignified students, wearing badges, there are still some who 
imitate them.” He Shudao describes this outrageous fashion to be: “the flirtatious color and the 
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outrageous pattern indeed make people sick. A good jacket, only the sleeves have to be so short to 
expose until the shoulder, the socks have to be curled under the ankle, to expose the calf.” The 
writers of these magazine comment articles were outraged to see the growth of such fashion styles 
among. They argue that the purpose of such fashion styles were none other than to appeal sexually 
to men. They are seen as an outright violation of the principles of the women’s emancipation 
movement. 
Moreover, during the Republican period, the emerging printing industry for popular 
magazines helped to spread tailoring and embroidering techniques, which lifted the status of the 
clothes-making craft. The first a few issues of Funü Zazhi devoted three sections in three issues to 
a manual on embroidery. In the author’s own preface, she states that one of the reasons for writing 
the manual is because in the past, such manuals did not exist as embroidery has been considered to 
be women’s work and of little significance; yet “as for giving forms to the nature, and studying the 
spirit of earthly objects, (embroidery) shares the ingenuity of literary writings and paintings from 
master hands.” The manual provides instructions on the use of color, the choice of objects, and the 
choice of fiber for various subjects, such as the depiction of sun and moon, of grass and flowers, 
and of animals. The production of such a manual and its adoption in one of the most popular 
women’s magazine of the time indicate a form of women’s response to the emancipation 
movement, which is through giving value to the artistic value of women’s labor. 
Furthermore, as a large proportion of women still make clothes for their family at home, 
the craft of tailoring also became more popularized during this period through the emerging 
publishing industry. Many magazine articles give detailed instructions on how to tailor new-style 
clothes. In one article from Funv Zazhi, the author, Qiu Cheng, posits that tailoring has historically 
been considered a minor skill. Therefore, daughters of well-off families do not care to tailor 
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clothes themselves. And people who engage in tailoring were usually of the cunning kind, who 
would cheat on the amount of material used to save cost. This is a great waste of economic 
resources. Therefore, the author urges women to abandon their bias towards the craft and to learn 
the skill of tailoring. In uplifting the status of the tailoring craft, the author is actually urging 
women to contribute more to the family’s finance instead of being economic dependent on men. 
Nevertheless, the appreciation for tailoring also goes beyond mere economic reasons. The 
magazines also frequently introduce the tailoring techniques of the latest fashion. Zhuang proposes 
to abandon the front Dajin of traditional Chinese dress, because it is functionally useless and a 
waste of cloth. Na proposes to open the slit of qipao at the front or the back, which differs from the 






Figure 7. A Woman Doing Embroidery in “Threading a Needle in a Young Lady’s Room 绣阁拈




In conclusion, this section has explored the public appreciation of fashion during the 
Republican period. One of the cases is the popularization of fashion shows during this period. The 
silk and tailoring companies organized commercialized fashion shows, which became very 
popular due to their combination of various entertainment elements and the invitation of famous 
female celebrities in Shanghai. Moreover, fashion show became regular sideshows for other 
entertainment shows. While new women’s identities emerged, they show appreciation for fashion 
through rebelling against the sartorial regulation by the state. Domestically, the art of embroidery 
and tailoring also became more appreciated with the dissemination of embroidering and tailoring 








Fashion as a concept defined by change makes it a useful lens through which we could 
discern bigger changes happening in the world. Although the link is difficult to draw, this thesis 
aims to do this by looking at the political, intellectual, social and individual changes happening in 
the ROC period, and their relationship with changes in women’s fashion. 
I have introduced the state regulations over clothes, and tried to draw a link between the 
state regulations and the political ideology on modernization. The regulations on clothes show a 
consistency with the state’s preferred style of modernization, amount of Westernization and 
nationalism. During the ROC period, the state was actively using these regulations over dressing 
styles as a relevant aspect of state control over social stability and modernization. The regulations 
over girl students’ new fashions show the state’s patriarchal view of this group of educated young 
women recently gaining independence. Nevertheless, I have to acknowledge that the state system 
during the ROC period was a diffused one with many centers of power. I have not been able to gain 
access to archival materials on a regional basis, which could allow for a more localized 
investigation of the state regulation over dressing. 
On the other hand, the public opinions on women’s fashion were more expressive of the 
public discourse on women’s emancipation. While the general discourse promotes a type of 
dressing reform that emphasizes modern sanitation and a simple and economic design, there are 
female writers who argue that true women’s independence should rest on gender equality in free 
choice instead of universal conformity to a unified standard. They criticize the underlying 
assumption that consuming fashionable clothes makes women economically dependent on men. 
On the grass-root level, the view on women’s fashion is more diverse, with much more 
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expression of the aesthetic appreciation for women’s fashion. The fashion shows organized by 
both commercial textile and tailoring companies and also by charitable organizations became 
really popular during the ROC period. Despite the economic hardship that many people 
experienced during the turbulent period, people have shown plenty of interest in the latest fashion 
as well as the female celebrity models. Moreover, through the media of popular magazines, crafts 
related to dressing such as tailoring and embroidering were popularized among the housewives of 
the ROC period. The traditional perspectives on these skills either as men’s craft or for the 
lowborn were becoming obsolete and replaced by an interest in recording and publicizing them as 
beneficial hobbies for women. 
In answering my research question about the relationship between state regulation and 
popular reception, I think that there appears to be a necessary discrepancy between state 
regulation, moral prescription and the popular reception of women’s fashion. And the discrepancy 
shows the limited penetration of state regulation and public discourse into the populace during the 
ROC period. This thesis also depicts a more diverse picture on women’s fashion that was 
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